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FNS PAPER SERIES ON MULTIPLE PROGRAM PARTICIPATION

This is one in a series of working papers commissioned by the Office of
Analysis and Evaluation of the United States Department of Agriculture's Food
and Nutrition Service to review the participation of the U.S. low-income popu-
lation in multiple cash and in-kind assistance programs. This series consists
of: (1) a reference handbook that summarizes regulations governing nutrition
assistance programs and major other programs and also provides program data on
participation and benefits; (2) a basic primer that shows how the interaction
and sequencing of assistance programs affect the benefits provided by those
programs both individually and cumulatively; (3) reports on empirical analyses
of participation by individuals and households in multiple assistance programs,
based upon several cross-sectional and longitudinal data bases. These papers
reflect preparatory work for the analysis of data from the Survey of Income
and Program Participation, as well as original empirical analyses of SIPP
data.



PREFACE

This report uses data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation
1984 (Preliminary) Longitudinal Research File, which was released by the
Census Bureau for research to improve the understanding and analysis of SIPP
data. The data on the file are preliminary and should be analyzed and inter-
preted with caution. At the time the file was created, the Census Bureau was
still exploring certain unresolved technical and methodological issues associ-
ated with the creation of this longitudinal data set. The Census Bureau does
not approve or endorse the use of these data for official estimates.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Serial analysis of multiple program participation is intended to
illuminate the extent to which participation in assistance programs changes
over time. Such analyses are important to our understanding of the persist-
ence of household dependence on particular assistance programs (and program
combinations) and the presence of causal links not only among assistance
programs, but also between such programs and self-sufficiency. The Survey of
Income and Program Participation (SIPP), with its month-to-month information
on participation in a large number of assistance programs has enormous promise
for the analysis of serial multiple program participation. However, in order
to realize the full potential of SIPP for such analyses, there are a number of
complex methodological issues to be resolved. In this study, we have used the
1984 SIPP Preliminary Longitudinal Research File to address two such issues:
(1) the appropriate time unit for the analysis of program transitions using
SIPP and (2) alternative methods to account for part-year households in ana-
lyzing serial program participation.

Appropriate Time Unit

Important information on the dynamics of serial multiple program
participation is lost i1f, as indicated in several studies, the reported tran-
sitions in program recipiency in SIPP occur more frequently between successive
months that are in different waves (or rounds of interviewing) than between
successive months within a single wave. This bias in the timing of transi-
tions toward the "seam" of the survey suggests that the month-to-month infor-
mation on changes in program participation in SIPP may not be accurate and,
consequently, an analysis of the changes in monthly program participation may
not be warranted. In addressing this issue, this report compares the profile
of transitions in program participation obtained when using the monthly SIPP
data to that obtained under the four-month wave period.

Our findings show that there is information on serial program
participation available from SIPP using the monthly time unit that is missed
when the analysis utilizes the longer time unit. In particular, the four-
month time unit will overstate the scope and stability of serial multiple
program participation relative to the monthly time unit. This occurs because
any program in which the household participates in any month during the wave
is included in the multiple program combination of the four-month period, and
all within-wave transitions are ignored.

The existence of intra-wave transitions in SIPP and the importance of the
monthly time unit to program administration suggest that the abandonment of
the monthly time unit for analyses of program participation using SIPP is not
appropriate. However, given the evidence from other studies that there may be
different degrees of bias across the programs in the timing of transitions,
the results obtained when using the monthly time unit should be viewed as
preliminary.
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Part-Year Households

The use of the household as the unit of analysis in longitudinal studies,
while useful in addressing some research questions, creates analytic problems
since households change composition, form, and dissolve over time. As there
is no established standard for what constitutes a household over time, rela-
tively arbitrary assumptions must be made to define the longitudinal household
unit. These definitions yield a group of households that exist for only part
of the period. This report addresses two problems associated with such part-
year households.

Counting Part-Year Households. Since all households do not exist for the
full time period, standard summary measures of household behavior over a fixed
period of time are problematic as they do not adjust for the differences in
the length of time over which that behavior is observed. In this report, we
compare several alternative methods for incorporating part-year households
into a longitudinal analysis. The methods considered include:

1. Treating full-year and part-year program participant
households separately

2. Analyzing all program participant households without
regard to the length of time over which they exist, and

3. Using time-weighted program participant households, where
the time-weights are based on the proportion of the year
that the household exists.

Our findings indicate that part-year households form an important
component of the program participant households that exist over the year and
that the inclusion of such households in the analysis of serial program par-
ticipation has a significant impact on the profile that is obtained. Time-
weighting, by adjusting the measures of serial program participation for the
length of time that the household exists, provides an effective middle ground
between approaches that ignore part-year households and those that weight
part-year and full-year households equally.

Prior History of Newly-Formed Households. One criticism of the household
as the unit of analysis in longitudinal studies is that information on the
antecedent household is ignored when a new household forms. Since program
assistance units do not necessarily correspond to the longitudinal household,
the household-level analysis may indicate greater turnover in program partic-
ipation than is supported by administrative records. In comparing the program
participation status of newly-formed households with their antecedent house-
holds, we explore the extent to which the Census Bureau longitudinal household
definition may introduce artificial program entry into the profile of serial
program participation.

Our work suggests that there may be a great deal of continuity in program
participation as households dissolve and form that is not captured in the
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standard household-level analysis. However, additional work is needed to
determine more clearly the relationship between the longitudinal household
definition and the definitions of the program units. Until that work is
completed, care should be taken in using the findings from a household-based
analysis of serial program participation as an approximation to participation
over time from the perspective of program administration.

Recommendations for Future Substantive Research

Based on the findings of this study, we make the following recommendations
with respect to future substantive research on serial multiple program
participation:

*» SIPP-based research on serial multiple program
participation should move forward using the monthly time
unit, with the limitations of the SIPP data clearly noted
by the analyst.

e Household-based analyses of serial multiple program
participation should incorporate both full-year and part-
year households, with time-weighting used to adjust for the
differences in the time periods for which households are
observed.

e If the particular research questions that are being
addressed permit, units of observation that do not generate
part-period units (e.g., individuals or individuals with
the family or household characteristics incorporated as
attributes of the individual) should be utilized.

Recommendations for Future Methodolggical Research

In addition to providing direction for future substantive research on
serial multiple program participation, this report highlights the need for
additional methodological work. In particular, we identify two areas for
such research:

1. Research is needed to determine the sensitivity of
measures of serial multiple program participation
(particularly, measures of sequential program entry and
exit) to differences in the biases in the timing of
transitions in program participation across the
assistance programs.
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Household-based measures of serial multiple program
participation may be sensitive to the particular
longitudinal household definition that is used. An
important direction for future research will be the
examination of the relationship between the Census
Bureau's longitudinal household definition and the
definition of the assistance unit under the different
programs.
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AN EXAMINATION OF TWO
METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES OF IMPORTANCE TO
THE ANALYSIS OF SERIAL MULTIPLE PROGRAM PARTICIPATION

Serial analysis of multiple program participation is intended to
illuminate the extent to which participation in assistance programs changes
over time. Such analyses are important to our understanding of the persist-
ence of household dependence on particular assistance programs (and program
combinations) and the presence of causal links not only among assistance
programs, but also between such programs and self-sufficiency. With the
availability of the longitudinal data from the Survey of Income and Program
Participation (SIPP), the actual behavior of households and individuals can be
traced over time in terms of their monthly patterns of household composition,
income, and program eligibility and participation.1 Because of this month-to-
month information on the participation of individuals and households in a
large number of assistance programs, SIPP has enormous promise for analyses of
the patterns of multiple program participation over time. However, in order
to realize the full potential of SIPP for such analyses, several important
methodological issues must be resolved. This report addresses two such issues
that are fundamental to future research on serial multiple program
participation:

1. The appropriate time unit for using SIPP to analyze
program transitions

1Although SIPP is an excellent data source for program analyses, there
are significant limitations to the examination of program eligibility over
time. Much of the information needed to determine eligibility is not
collected for every month, and some important pieces of information are not
collected in SIPP at all.



2, Alternative methods to account for part-year households
(that is, households that exist for less than the full
observation pe5iod) in analyzing serial program
participation.

The remainder of the report consists of four sections. Section A briefly
describes SIPP and the longitudinal data used in the analyses. Sections B and
C present our analyses of the appropriate time unit and the treatment of part-
year households, respectively, Section D summarizes our recommendations about

these issues for future research on serial multiple program participation

based on SIPP.

A, SIPP LONGITUDINAL DATA

SIPP is a nationally representative longitudinal survey of adults that
provides detailed information on intra-year fluctuations in household and
individual income, poverty status, program participation, and wealth. The
sample of adults included in a SIPP panel3 contains persons ages 15 years and
older who are residing in a cross~section sample of addresses as of the first
interview. This initial sample of adults for each SIPP panel is divided into
four groups of equal size (called "rotation" groups). One round (or wave) of
the survey is administered to the rotation groups on a staggered basis over
four successive months. For each wave of the survey, the individuals who are

interviewed include the initial sample of adults and all other adults with

Zother methodological issues that arise in analyses of serial multiple
program participation include: 1longitudinal sample design and weighting,
longitudinal imputation of missing data, longitudinal editing, longitudinal
household definitions, and the time frame of the survey (i.e., missing
information on the beginning and/or end of a period of program participation).

3New samples of households (or panels) are introduced periodically. Each
panel is followed for approximately two and a half years.
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whom those initial sample members reside at the time of the interview. Each
survey wave obtains information on the individual and the individual's house-
hold (including information on children younger than 15 years of age) for the
four months preceding the interview. The information that is collected is
quite extensive, covering monthly cash and in-kind income from over fifty
different sources, weekly labor force activities, and the monthly composition
of the household, family, and program assistance units. For the first SIPP
panel, the 1984 panel, eight or nine waves of the survey were administered
{covering a period of about two and a half years).a

This study is based on an extract from the enhanced version of the 1984
SIPP Preliminary Longitudinal Research File prepared by the Census Bureau for
the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
This file covers the first three rounds of interviews of the 1984 SIPP panel,
providing twelve months of data. Because of the staggered interviewing
schedule, these twelve months do not correspond to the same calendar months
for all four rotation groups. The 12-month period for the first rotation
group begins in June 1983, and the 12-month period for the fourth rotation
group begins in September 1983.

This longitudinal file contains preliminary longitudinal edits for
consistency over time, longitudinal imputations for item and unit nonresponse,
and longitudinal weighting. The 12-month file was made available to the

research community prior to the release of the full two-and-a-half-year

41n the 1984 panel, two waves of the survey were "short waves" -- that
is, they were administered only to three of the four rotation groups.
Consequently, half of the 1984 panel was interviewed eight times and half nine
times.



longitudinal file in the expectation that research on the smaller file would
improve future longitudinal products.

The initial 1984 panel sample consisted of approximately 53,734
individuals who were interviewed in Wave 1. The longitudinal sample consists
of original sample adults who were successfully interviewed for as long as
they remained within the sample universe, together with the children who were
residing with them as of the first interview. The longitudinal sample for the
12-month file consists of 47,437 individuals. Longitudinal weights were
assigned to these individuals and their households to compensate for the loss
of sample members through attrition. These weights were adjusted so that
selected characteristics of the sample corresponded to independent control
estimates established as of a fixed point in time. Hence, the longitudinal
sample provides a picture of the dynamic characteristics of a cross~section
sample of the population, rather than of the population as a whole. In
particular, since there is no provision in SIPP for adding new sample cases
formed over the survey period by persons who enter the SIPP universe as
immigrants, the longitudinal sample undercounts part-year households.?

In addition to information on the individuals included in the
longitudinal sample, the longitudinal file also contains the information that
was obtained from other, non-longitudinal sample members who were interviewed

over the course of the survey because they were residing with a sample member.

3Tt is also likely that the SIPP longitudinal sample undercounts part-
year households because of the increased likelihood of survey attrition by
individuals who undergo a change in marital status or household composition.
In a study of attrition in the first five waves of the 1984 SIPP panel, Short
and McArthur (1987) found evidence which suggested that persons who left the
sample were significantly more likely to have experienced a household change
than were those persons who stayed in the sample.
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Thus, it is possible to construct measures of household characteristics that
include information on all members of the household, rather than just the
household members included in the longitudinal file.

The definition of the longitudinal household used in this analysis is
based on the current Census Bureau definition. Under this definition, a
household is assumed to continue from one month to the next as long as the
household's reference person (i.e., the person who owns or is renting the
house) and his or her family arrangement (e.g., married-couple household,
single male householder, or single female householder) remains the same.
Within the wide spectrum of possible definition (see Citro et al., 1987), this
longitudinal household definition is among those which emphasize the
continuity of the household.

This analysis focuses on a broad spectrum of cash and in-kind assistance
programs, as listed in Table 1. In examining participation in these programs
over time, one should note two caveats about the information on serial program
participation that is available from SIPP. First, as noted in the table,
information on participation in two programs~-Medicare and LIHEAP--is sought
only once for all four months of the survey wave, rather than for each
individual month in the wave. Consequently, information on monthly

participation in those programs must be approximated.6 Second, information on

®Because information on the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) and the
School Breakfast Program (SBP) is sought only once for all four months in the
survey wave and because, in preparing the analysis file for this research, the
variables for NSLP and SBP participation were edited to reflect the fact that
the programs are not available in the summer months, we did not include those
programs in the body of this report. Sele¢ted information on participation in
these programs is reported in Appendix Table A.l.



TABLE 1

PROGRAMS INCLUDED N THE ANALYS!S AND THE PERIODICITY OF
INFORMATION COLLECTED IN SIPP

Periodicity of Information
Collected in SIPP

initial
Program Acronym Month Wave Survey
Social Insurance Programs
Old Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance OASDI X
Unemployment i{nsurance Ut X
Medicare X
Needs-Tested Programs
Aid to Families with Dependent Children,
General Assistance, and other cash welfare AFDC+ X
Supplemental Security Income SSt X
Food Stamp Program FSP X
Special Suppiemental Food Program for
Women, infants, and Children WiC X
Medicaid X
Lower-income Housing Assistance and
Low-Rent Public Housing X8
Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program L IHEAP X

alnfcrmaﬂon on subsidized and public housing assistance is also sought in the first inferview
following a move to a new address.
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participation in the housing assistance programs is collected only during the
first survey wave; for households that move, it is collected during the first
interview following the change of address. Thus, the ability to observe

transitions in participation in these programs is correlated with the ability

to follow households that move during the course of the survey.7

B, THE APPROPRIATE TIME UNIT

The major advantage of SIPP for analyzing serial multiple program
participation is that it contains detailed monthly information on variables
pertaining to program eligibility and participation. Important information on
the dynamics of program participation is lost if, as indicated in several
studies, transitions in program benefit receipt in SIPP occur more frequently
between successive months that are in different waves than between successive
months within a single wave. This bias in reported transitions toward the
"seam" of the survey suggests that the month-to-month transitions in program
participation may not be accurate, and, consequently, that a detailed analysis
of monthly program transitions may not be warranted.® 1In this section, we
explore the scope of the bias in reported transitions for a number of assist-

ance programs. Specifically, we compare the pattern of program transitions

"In their analysis of attrition from the first five waves of the 1984
SIPP panel, Short and McArthur (1987) found that about 13 percent of the
sample members who attrited from the survey could not be interviewed because
they had moved to an unknown new address. Consequently, for such households,
any transitions onto or off of housing assistance would be missed.

8This "seam" problem is not unique to SIPP. Similar problems with the
reported timing of transitions have occurred in the Current Population Survey
(Hogue, 1985) and the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (Hill, 1988).



using the monthly data with the pattern using the four-month wave period. If
the bias in the timing of transitions toward the seam of the survey is so
severe that it leads to equivalent profiles under the two time units, we will
take that as evidence that no additional information is to be gained from the
monthly time unit that is not already captured by the four-month wave period.
This section begins with a brief overview of the existing literature that

addresses the timing of reported transitions in SIPP.

1. Review of the Literature

Research on the timing of month-to-month transitions in program
participation in SIPP has indicated that such transitions are much more likely
to occur between months that span survey waves than between months within an
individual wave (Burkhead and Coder, 1985; and Coder, 1988).9 However, the
severity of the misreporting problem appears to vary with different programs.
Work at the Census Bureau which compared SIPP estimates with administrative
records for FSP participation suggests that the volume of transitions over a
12-month period shows no evidence of bias, but that the reported timing of
those transitions across the within-wave months does. With respect to AFDC
participation, there is some indication of bias in both the reported volume of
transitions (too few transitions reported in SIPP) and the reported timing of
those transitions across the individual months.0 Finally, comparisons of SSI

participation reported in SIPP with program administrative records provides

IThis section draws from a review of research on the quality of the data
by Singh, Weidman, and Shapiro (1988).

0yhite tests of the significance of the differences in the volume of
transitions observed in SIPP and in administrative records over similar time
periods do not provide evidence of bias, the large standard errors associated
with the AFDC estimates in SIPP make such tests unreliable.



clear evidence of significant bias in both the volume and timing of transi-
tions, with SIPP indicating a greater volume of transitions, and those
transitions occurring predominantly at the survey seam. It is hypothesized
that the greater volume of transitions in SSI receipt observed in SIPP
relative to administrative records is due to confusion between types of
benefits (e.g., confusion between Social Security and SSI), leading to changes
from one wave to the next in the program from which benefits are reported as
having been received (Singh, Weidman, and Shapiro, 1988).

While not involving a comparison with administrative records, Hill (1988)
compared the timing of reported transitions relative to the survey seam in
SIPP and the Panel Study of Income Dynamics for two programs--UIl and the
FSP. The dominance of reported transitions at the survey seam over within-
wave transitions was observed to be strongest for the FSP in both surveys.
This finding led Hill to hypothesize that differences across programs in the
dominance of transitions that are reported to occur between waves—--indicating
differences in the extent of bias in the timing of transitions--may be due to:

+ The size of the program assistance unit (individual-

specific benefits appear to be recalled more accurately in
surveys than are benefits provided to larger recipiency
units)

¢« The average duration of benefit receipt (programs with

shorter spells on average are subject to more frequent
transitions, and, thus, the actual timing of transitions
may be easier to recall).

The bias toward the seam has been attributed to issues associated with
both the design and the processing of the survey and to issues associated with

the survey respondents. The survey-related issues include the following:

questionnaire wording/design, interviewer coding/data entry, imputation, and






